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Interview

James Pederson
Saturday, 22 September 1990, 1400 hours, by telephone
540 E. Ravenswood Circle
Waukesha, Wisconsin 53186
HP = 414-786-3638
I'm glad to help.
I was at USARVIS from about 14-15 December 1970 and
came back to the States on 22 December 1971. I was Grossheim's deputy
and replaced Robert Osborne. He had been there about 6 months.
I was
supposed to be there 6 months also but stayed a whole year. At the time
I was a MAJ, and later retired as an LTC.
I was trained in the School of Hard Knocks.
I had gone through the MP
Career Course which gave us some correctional training.
I had worked at
USARVIS one earlier time, about 4 months back at the end of 1966 and the
first part of 1967.
I left in March 1967. When I arrived in-country in
March 1966, the facility was still at Pershing Field. They moved the
stockade to Long Binh later and when I went up there later that year in
September or October, they had at the time just a cyclone fence around
the building and all the prisoners and cadre were living in tents.
Being the new person, I was put in charge of some of the construction
and built the disciplinary and administrative segregation cells, the
chapel, etc., with prison labor.
The MAJ--a white--who was in charge of
the stockade and who I worked with had some very severe physical
problems and later on they found out he had a brain tumor.
He was
incapacitated from time to time because of headaches.
He took over from
CPT Shumway.
[COL Peterson, you are exactly the guy I wanted to talk to.
forget all about your training and go back to 1966.]

Let's

The Confinement Officer in 1966 was CPT Shumway, but I lost track of him
back in the 60s.
The last I heard of him he was at Ft. Riley, KS back
in 1969. Walter M. Shumway.
I never worked with him.
I was assigned
to the 93d MP BN.
At Pershing Field, the Stockade was just a holding facility for
prisoners during the time they were being tried and after sentencing
they were taken back to CONUS or Okinawa to serve time.
Then it was
decided to make it a fulltime facility and moved it to Long Binh
sometime in the summer of 1966--July or August. Maybe June.
But it was
in that summer because I had arrived in March and was waiting for my
battalion.
I was advance party.
It came in late April and we were
temporarily housed in a Saigon hotel and when some facilities--including
the stockade--were moved out of Pershing Field, they put us out there.
So it was somewhere around June, maybe as late as July, that they went
to Long Binh.
There was an MP BN, the 720th MP BN, that provided some stockade guards
when it was moved there. By the time I went to Long Binh, they already
had the lights completed, towers were built, outside double apron

cyclone fencing was all up. They were all living in tents.
The old PSP
[perforated steel planking] was put down and tents put up on it. There
were three compounds; one held all the custody prisoners, minimum,
medium and maximum--all segregated basically by distance; no interior
fences at the time.
There was one compound where incoming prisoners
were brought and that's where our processing center was located.
The
cadre slept in two tents--enlisted in one, officers in the other. All
tents had sandbag walls around them to keep grazing fire from entering
them. A mess hall and the administrative building were completed by the
time I got there.
They were the only two.
Obviously, like most units
then, we used outhouses.
The other compound was empty.
Then, as we got materials, we boxed in
tents with wooden flooring and wooden frames.
Tent-flaps raised during
the daytime and dropped at night.
Then we built two segregation
buildings;l one for admin/the other for DSEG.
They met all the
standards; we had engineering drawings for them, although we had to
modify them somewhat because they didn't meet the initial standards of 8
X 8 X 8. They were all wood framed plywood with a small window in the
door.
We built the chapel. We found that if we took prisoners and invoked
their pride, they could really do a good job--and they built a beautiful
chapel. The first chaplain was a MAJ, a Methodist minister.
A black MAJ was the deputy.
I had just made CPT, promoted in VN. All
told, we had about 7/8 officers and a staff of about 6 admin clerks; a
messhall staff of3/4--and prisoners were used for both KP and cooking;
we had a chaplain and his assistant; and about 30 NCOs who were MOS
charlies.
In the neighborhood of 35-50--with a prison population of
maybe close to 500--that may be a little high.
250 to 500 from time to
time.
The second tour, COL Grossheim was adamant about keeping the population
under 500 and he had approval of the command to transfer them as quickly
as possible back to CONUS.
We did use guards from the 720th BN as tower guards and in other
noncritical areas.
I think it was the 71st MP detachment, which
processed people in and provided guards and compound officers. We had
another black captain who was a good officer. Basically, assigning MPs
as guards to punish them was a 1950s concept.
Some remnants still
existed in the 60s.
I was at Fort Lewis in the 60s, and some of the MPs
there warned their subordinates:
If you goof up, you're going to the
stockade as a prisoner chaser.
The MP guards were assigned out of the 720th; sent over
formed them up and gave them specific duties. A number
rotated in and out and we never let them have that much
with the prisoners. We put them on the gates to search
came in or in towers with specific written instructions

to us. We
of them were
close contact
vehicles as they
on their duties.

The cadre were the ones who basically handled the prisoners at night.
Those people never really got inside.
I left in March 1967 and when I came back in November 1970, it had
changed quite a bit.
The professional training program--95 charley--had progressed quite
well.
Those people were all put in the stockade, we rotated them around
in different assignments so they didn't get stale.
Some, after a time,
began to knuckle under pressure from the prisoners or they were becoming
tense and involved in verbal conflicts with prisoners. We moved them
into different positions to avoid incidents.
Remember these were all
young men, some not so mature. After getting harrassed by
prisoners--particularly if one was a black guard--they were under more
strain for the black prisoners asked why they served as guards.
So they
really were under constant pressure.
I recall a couple of black guards who were extraordinarily good. After
a time they'd come in and say, Sir, I'd like to be moved somewhere else
because it's starting to get to me. We'd move them. Harrassed as
traitors to their own race, doing things for white people, suffered
pretty heavy racial slurs. Grossheim and I understood.
We had quite a few prisoners in for serious crimes: murder, assault was
a big thing. The murder was against VNese. An Air Force NCO was there
for killing 5 VNese.
He was drunk one night and went out to the end of
the airfield where VNese were picking up brass casings from aircraft.
Usually they were getting rid of ammunition before they landed or they
were out target practicing. He shot 5 of those people. At that time
there was a pretty good mixture of races. A number of people were
there, quite a few, from 1st CAV. Not as many on drugs as when I went
back the second time.
The second time it was very heavily on the side
of drugs.
I wasn't surprised.
I could see many coming back from VN who
were that way.
The first time there were people on drugs in VN but not
nearly like I saw the second time.
The 4/5 months I was there in 66/67, I can honestly say I knew of no
case where a guard brutalized a prisoner. The MAJ who was in there
constantly talked to the guards about that. One time, the pressure
finally got to a black guard--this was the second tour--and I do know he
was given punishment for striking a prisoner. They'd kept after him and
kept after him and kept after him. There were some rumors about him and
finally one of the other guards did see him strike another prisoner.
He
was pulled out, given punishment, and became a driver.
I do not recall any incident where we were able to prove there was
brutality. That sounds trite, but we just couldn't prove it.
Some
prisoners complained, but in each case we found that the prisoner was
either dreaming it up to get a guard in trouble because, in fact, that
guard was making him toe the line.
I'm not blind to the fact that some
incidents did actually take place.

On the second tour, this one SP-4 received an article 15 for striking a
prisoner, but the prisoner had jumped him first.
Our training taught
that you never used a closed fist or kicked anybody; the philosophy is
to use 3/4 guards and trap their arms so the inmate couldn't bite, or
scratch, or take swings at you.
He didn't in that case.
He struck back
with his fist.
I recall another incident my second tour where a prisoner in DSEG swung
a sharpened metal meal tray at a guard and almost cut off his ear.
He
reached up, felt his ear, and lost his cool. Went in, struck the
prisoner.
But I don't know of any who initiated such things on his own
just to harrass a prisoner.
I believe we're all Americans and I believe
in treating them right.
I recall an incident I was involved in. About the time of the tray
incident. A prisoner refused to turn over his tray. We told the guards
not to go into a cell one-on-one. We don't want anyone to get hurt.
So
3 guards went in.
The prisoner acted like he was going to fight.
So we
had one guard carry a mattress in, rush the guy and pin him against the
wall.
Then we'd collect the trays and take them out.
In this case, I
noticed the guy had a pencil in his right hand and as the guard rushed
in, he stepped aside and was only partially caught by the mattress and
tried to stab the guard with the pencil.
I rushed in and locked his arm
and put my arm around his neck and he bit down on my arm and wouldn't
let go.
I was a MAJ at the time.
I had to jerk his hair back so we
could get his mouth open. There were incidents like that--prisoner
initiated--and guards had to do the best they could.
I spent a lot of time there as Director of Custody. We had some pretty
bad actors as prisoners in those days. But no guard ever told me of
another guard who was brutalizing prisoners.
High on drugs. Took
several days to come down.
The guards had to put up with a lot.
I
don't deny that maybe some of those things happened, but I believe if
they did, they were rare.
Now I know that NCOs live in their own world
and often keep knowledge of things from their officers, but I was
vigilant. When prisoners would complain, I interviewed them,
interviewed guards, other prisoners. And at the end, if I thought after
all the denials that there was some fire down inside all that smoke,
then the guard was moved to other duties.
If it was proven--as in the
case of the guard who struck the prisoner--we took care of that
individual and he was punished.
Sometimes, when prisoners couldn't
manipulate a guard, they'd register a lot ot complaints about him so as
to get him moved out of their compound.
Another black guard, an E-5, they couldn't manipulate him.
I have to
repeat that it was very difficult for a black guard to survive a whole
tour in the stockade. Either giving in to prisoner pressure or getting
to the point where they couldn't stand it anymore and would have to be
moved out. White guards had less trouble.
I had more serious
complaints against black than white guards. We had complaints against
staff NCOs too.
I was able to prove against a couple of NCOs that they
were verbally abusive; they antagonized the prisoners. We moved them

into different positions or out of the stockade even though it was hard
to find NCOs who wanted to work in the stockade.
During my first tour we did have some NCOs who came in from Infantry
units who had physical profiles because of injuries they had incurred.
We did have trouble with some of them. They didn't want to be there to
start with. That started just before I arrived--probably middle summer
of 1966--getting NCOs who were on profile. We had to run off some ot
them, but not physical as much as it was their attitude:
very, very
negative attitude against the prisoners, thought they were scum, and
they talked to them as if they were. We got rid of them and sent them
out.
But even they didn't make up a very large percentage of those
coming in.
I've had urine thrown in my face.
They had urine and feces thrown at
them.
The prisoners would do anything to try to get drugs.
They'd do
wild things.
They would take the plastic forks and hold them against a
cigarette til they smoked, breathe that and try to get high.
Prisoners
would wipe feces on their cigarettes and smoke them to try to get a high
from that.
They were so wild at times that they were very difficult to
control. They couldn't control themselves much less have anyone else
control them.
My second tour, in the new facility, we may have had more problems with
inmates than we did during my first tour. That facility was pretty
nice, flush toilets, a new messhall, nice cell blocks, and everything.
Blacks were by far the largest percentage of the population then.
Grossheim talked a lot to prisoners, but tensions increased when COL
Gardner came in.
He was a black and inmates had figured he would do
things differently.
But he didn't.
He was an officer.
He just carried
on from what he had inherited. We had specific rules and policies and
even if he had wanted to, he couldn't have changed much.
So the inmates
saw only that one lieutenant colonel had been replaced by another.
I thought living conditions were pretty good--surely as good as they
would have had in their units.
But in the old facility, they had more
contact with the prison guards.
The cadre now had less personal contact
than in the old stockade.
In the new facility there were several
permanent buildings with fences around them. Guards became more of a
turn-key and stood outside the door or the gate to the compound rather
than going in and talking to prisoners. They wanted that human contact
and didn't get much of it anymore.
I think guards need to know inmates;
remove him from contact, and he may be safer but you sure don't decrease
tension.
For DSEG we had the 8 X 8 plywood buildings. We built them. Until we
built our building we used conexes; cut slots in them for air
circulation.
They had cots in them as long as inmates were well
behaved.
If they were a threat to others or themselves we sometimes
took the cots out.
There were some people who were so violent that we had them in with only

blankets but if they tried to commit suicide, we took those away also.
I don't think there were too many of those.
Later on, when I went back
the second time, when we had regular state-side cells with bars that
people tried to commit suicide. Many of those were drug-related.
I missed the real violent riot in 1968.
We had no real serious problems when I was in the stockade.
In 1966 the
major problem was trying to keep prisoners in their assigned tents,
Since we didn't have interior wire or enclosures between custody grades,
at nights prisoners would pick up their pillows/blankets and go to the
tents they wanted to sleep in and stay there.
Our NCOs were supposed to
go through at night and make a prisoner count based on those assigned to
a specific tent.
They'd do that--the tents were all numbered--and find
a tent with 20 assigned would have only 16. They'd just move around.
And that was the only 'problem' we had. No serious riots or
disturbances of any kind when I was first there.
Engineers would bring dirt into the compound with dump trucks and we'd
assign inmates to fill sand bags. We did that for a couple of reasons:
one, it was helping all other units, including those they came from, by
filling sand bags for them and second, it was something to do rather
than just have them sit on their hands.
I have some records down in the basement; I'll check through them for
names of staff personnel. Give me a couple of days to go through them;
I think I have a pretty good file.
I also have some pictures.
I'll see
if I can find some head/shoulder shots.
The training of our people improved a great deal in those early days
because military confinement went from taking MPs who were misbehaving
and putting them in the stockade as guards as their punishment, to a
very professionally trained group of people.
I was involved later in
establishing the 95-Charley training program at the MP School at Ft.
Gordon in the late 1960s. Part of the program was based on my
experiences at USARVIS.
I was at Gordon as a training officer for about
15 months and then went back to Vietnam and took over as deputy
commander of the stockade from Osborne who had been there six months.
It was supposed to be a six months assignment for commanders and
deputies because it was a highly stressful job. COL Grossheim was very
professional and they wanted to keep him so he stayed a whole year.
He
asked me to stay a whole year also and so I became the first deputy in a
couple of years who had been there a whole year. When Grossheim left, I
was temporary commander for about 45 days until Eli Gardner came,
I didn't meet his deputy, Doug Johnson, but Doug and I had taught
together at the MP School, so we knew each other quite well.
-- END --

